The Wheel of Power, Privilege, and Marginalization, popularised by Canadian educator Sylvia Duckworth, is a visual tool used to illustrate how various social identities intersect with systemic power structures. Inspired by the work of Kimberlé Crenshaw and organizations like the Canadian Council for Refugees, the wheel helps individuals visualize their own "positionality"—the combination of privilege and marginalization they hold in a given society. [1, 2, 3, 4, 5] 
How the Wheel Works
The graphic is structured as a circle divided into multiple spokes, each representing a different area of social identity. [1] 
· The Center (Power): Identities located at the center of the wheel represent those with the most societal power and privilege.
· The Outer Edges (Marginalization): As identities move further from the center, they represent individuals who experience greater systemic barriers and marginalization.
· Intersectionality: The wheel emphasizes that people can experience power in some areas while being marginalized in others simultaneously. [6, 7, 8, 9, 10] 
Core Categories of Identity
According to sources like Universal Design for Learning and Recipes for Wellbeing, the wheel typically includes these 12 categories: [1] 
	Identity Category [1, 8, 11, 12, 13, 14] 
	Privileged (Center)
	Marginalized (Outer Edge)

	Citizenship
	Citizen
	Undocumented

	Skin Color
	White
	Dark

	Wealth
	Rich
	Poor

	Gender
	Cisgender Man
	Trans, Non-binary, Intersex

	Sexuality
	Heterosexual
	LGBTQ+ (e.g., Lesbian, Bi, Pan, Asexual)

	Ability
	Able-bodied
	Significant disability

	Neurodiversity
	Neurotypical
	Significant neurodivergence

	Mental Health
	Robust / Stable
	Vulnerable

	Formal Education
	Post-secondary
	Elementary

	Body Size
	Slim
	Large

	Housing
	Owns property
	Homeless

	Language
	English (Native)
	Non-English monolingual


Purpose and Use
Educators and facilitators often use the wheel as a pedagogical tool to: [15] 
· Foster Self-Awareness: Helping individuals map their own identities to understand where they hold unearned advantages.
· Build Empathy: Encouraging people to recognize the barriers others face that they might not personally experience.
· Inform Action: Challenging those with privilege to use their "access" to uplift and support marginalized communities. [9, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20] 
Would you like to explore reflective questions for using this wheel in a group setting or learn more about Kimberlé Crenshaw's original theory of intersectionality?

Understanding Power, Privilege, and Intersectionality
estimated time for this section: 2 hours minimum
ACTIVITY: Wheel of Power and Privilege 
For practitioners who work with diverse students and communities, it is important for each of us to understand and navigate our social positions in the world -- and also in the classroom. Below is the wheel of power and privilege, created by Sylvia Duckworth. Look at the wheel and note that Power is located at the center of the wheel, while a spectrum of Marginalization radiates outward. Each of the twelve spokes on the wheel refers to an area of one's social identity (these categories are located on the outer perimeter of the wheel). These are aspects of what make up who you are, how you are seen, and can highlight where you hold the most privilege, as well as where you have been marginalized. 
Assess your own proximity to power and marginalization for each spoke of the wheel / category of social identity. You can place a symbol or circle on your position across the various identities.
A few reminders: Be kind with yourself as you do this self-assessment; as the intention here is not to judge where you are located, but rather to have a well-rounded awareness of where you might be privileged/marginalized in life. Note where you may feel uncomfortable or brings up strong emotions, and simply allow these to exist. Facing our own various privilege and marginalization is necessary to build empathy and understanding of others. To do our work we must become comfortable with feeling uncomfortable and holding space for our differences. 
 
[image: ]
Note: This graphic does not represent all forms of social identities and their marginalizations. The intent here is to provide a framework to view power and privilege. As you identify additional areas of marginalization (such as: age, religion, single/[blended] family, appearance/beauty, etc), take time to reflect on how you might represent that within this model.
Reflection questions: Once you've completed reviewing your position on the wheel, ask yourself:
· What identities provide you the most privilege/power?
· What identities locate you as marginalized?
· What identities do you think about most often, and which identities do you think about least often?
· What identities would you like to learn more about?
· What actions might you take to use your power in a certain aspect to support those who are marginalized?
How does power and privilege impact you? There are some things to keep in mind when it comes to understanding power and privilege.
· Privilege is interconnected with power in our society, i.e., those who have privilege can create/maintain societal norms, often to their benefit and at the expense of others.
· Privilege does not mean that a person has not experienced struggles or that their life has not been difficult.
· Privilege does not mean that you did not work hard for the things you have.
· Privilege is fluid; it can change as you move through life.
· Privilege is contextual; identities you hold can give you an advantage or a disadvantage based upon how people perceive you.
· Privilege has strategically been set up as a taboo subject, allowing those in dominant groups to ignore embedded, and often invisible, forms of oppression.
When we say someone has privilege, we want their accessibility to resources to come to mind first. Those in power generally have unearned access to resources to which those not in power (typically members of marginalized groups) have less or no access. This notion of unearned access is where the inequity lies, because access is based upon an identity someone holds that has traditionally been associated with power. It is imperative to understanding the means required to remove the oppressive barriers marginalized persons experience. More resources, more critical understanding of power and privilege, and more commitment to systematic changes are necessary to achieve true fairness and justice for all. Only then can we achieve true equity.
 
Intersectionality
Watch this video of Kimberlé Crenshaw, a pioneer in critical race theory, in "The Urgency of Intersectionality" TED Talk (duration: 19 mins, Oct 2016. Content warning: graphic imagery of police violence against black women and girls, timestamps 16:30 thru 16:45).
Crenshaw explains how paying attention to a single social identity category, especially at the individual level, inhibits us from seeing the effects on individuals of systemic patterns that institutions and culture reinforce to advantage some and disadvantage others. Crenshaw’s work explains that membership in more than one oppressed social identity group (e.g., African American and woman) can result in compounded challenges. Whenever a person is a member of two or more social identity groups that experience marginalization and discrimination, intersectionality theory reminds us to look at the complexity of a person’s lived experience in its totality, not at a single identity category in isolation from others. Therefore, we must examine ourselves as individuals and as part of larger groups. We are constantly socialized through interactions and as part of larger social groups, including in higher education. (source: University of Michigan Inclusive Teaching Website).
 
Impact with communities
Watch this video on Power, Privilege and Oppression (duration: 6 min 35 sec, Denver University Graduate School of Social Work).
"Our relationship to identity groups can be the key to creating change. In the United States, since social inequities occur primarily to communities of color, social transformation requires a mobilization of identity. Social movements based in identity, such as the Black Liberation Movement, Chicano Movement, and Women's Rights Movement harness identity to educate people about social structural inequality and its impact on them... As people committed to social change, the questions for us are: "How much do we really understand about the histories and legacies of the communities in which we work? And as both insiders and outsiders of these communities, how do we use the power of narrative to informed by cultural histories of contribution, resistance and justice to activate change in grassroots community organizing" and community development? 
 
 
Additional Resources
· An Instructor’s Guide to Understanding Privilege (University of Michigan Inclusive Teaching Website): Helps instructors to understand better and attend to how privilege operates in the classroom.
· "Integrating Critical Autobiography to Foster Anti-Racism Learning in the Urban Studies Classroom: Interpreting the “Race and Place” Stories of Undergraduate Students" by Courtney Knapp
Planners are bound up in the reproduction of racialized exclusion. This fact inspires demands for equity, cultural competency, and anti-racism within the profession. This study examines the impacts of a “Race and Place” autobiography writing assignment on undergraduate students’ racial identities and understanding of racism. It combines: (1) a content and narrative analysis of student essays; (2) a post-course survey; and (3) qualitative interviews with a sample of students. Critical autobiographical writing may help students understand their own identities, build empathy for peers, and identify personally with structures of inclusion/exclusion in ways that inspire longer-term commitments to racial justice.
Enhancing Online Education: Cultivating Inclusivity Online 
Center for Teaching, Learning, and Mentoring
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Adapted with permission from the College of Literature, Science and the Arts. Inclusive Teaching at University of Michigan. 

	An Instructor’s Guide to Understanding Privilege

	Overview
	The following content and linked resources have been curated as a primer for instructors to better understand and attend to the ways privilege operates in the classroom. This resource is broken up into four sections: 


1. Introduction to Privilege
2. Why Talking About and Acknowledging Privilege is Difficult
3. Privilege in the Classroom
4. Further Reading on Specific Kinds of Privilege


	Goals
	1. To explain what privilege is and is not and why it matters. 

0. To familiarize instructors with why privilege is challenging to engage with and to help them work through those challenges both personally and with their students. 


0. To assist instructors in recognizing and addressing the way privilege impacts their classroom.  


	Implementation 
	These resources are best reviewed before the planning phase of course design, so the instructor has ample time to consider how they will address privilege and their own potential biases on every level of their course construction. Some of the resources can be used as content in class.


	Challenges
	1. Because privilege is normalized, it can be challenging to recognize at first. Recognizing and addressing your own privilege will be a constant process that will require a great deal of reflection and adaptation over time.

0. Addressing privilege is usually uncomfortable and you may experience a range of emotions from defensiveness and anger to guilt and defeat. As difficult as it may be, it is important that you commit to recognizing and addressing your own privilege.

0. Because privilege is so uncomfortable, discussing privilege can often bring about “hot moments” in the classroom. Be prepared for how you would like to address student responses.




	Section 1: Introduction to Privilege

	Privilege, simply put, is societally granted, unearned advantages accorded to some people and not others. Generally, when we talk about privilege, we are referring to systemic or structural advantages that impact people based on identity factors such as race, gender, sex, religion, nationality, disability, sexuality, class, and body type. We might also include the level of education and other factors of social capital under the umbrella of privilege.

Privilege is inextricably linked to oppression, because, while systems, social norms, and biases are advantages for some people, others are disadvantaged by those same systems, norms, and biases. For example, think of a flight of stairs. Stairs are in virtually every building with more than one floor and many outdoor spaces. It is generally assumed that people have the physical ability to walk up the stairs to access higher floors. However, a person with a physical disability that makes them unable to walk upstairs must contend with the assumption that everyone who needed to get to the second floor would have bodies that could use the stairs. The design of buildings that privileged some bodies contributed to the oppression of others.

Importantly, privilege, like oppression, is intersectional. Intersectionality refers to the ways aspects of identity intersect to create specific experiences, needs, privileges, and oppressions. This means that one person can experience both privilege and oppression (for example, they may experience racial privilege for being white, but class oppression for being working class). Privilege and oppression can also intersect with one another to create unique experiences of a specific aspect of their identity. For example, a trans woman who is very affluent has a very different experience of transphobia and cissexism than a transwoman who is very poor. She would, for instance, have better access to resources, medical care, and a safe place to live compared to a transwoman who is working class. While both women experience oppression for being trans, their experiences of that oppression are very different due to the presence or absence of class privilege.


	Additional Resource on Understanding Privilege
	
“Straight White Male: The Lowest Difficulty Setting There Is” by John Scalzi




	Section 2: Why Talking About and Acknowledging Privilege is Difficult

	While privilege and oppression greatly impact how we all navigate and experience the world, for many of us they remain incredibly difficult topics to broach, personally or in conversation with others. Depending on your proximity to privilege, you may find that thinking about privilege makes your guard come up, and you begin forming counter-arguments to resist the thought that you have benefitted from privilege. Similarly, discussing privilege with your students may bring about tense or hot moments, as your students grapple with their own privilege or oppression and that of their peers.

There are many reasons why privilege can be difficult to acknowledge and discuss. One primary reason is that, as a concept, it is in friction with dominant American ideologies such as individualism, and it challenges our belief in America as a meritocracy where people are uplifted according to their skill and effort. Even the belief that education is the great equalizer is unsettled when privilege and oppression are taken into account. This means that acknowledging privilege and oppression can feel like an assault on your worldview, the values you grew up with, or even your commitment to higher education. But more than that, if you or your students are people who have benefitted from privilege, it might seem as though acknowledging privilege invalidates your personal struggles and means acknowledging that you haven’t truly earned your achievements. The stakes in a discussion about privilege will then feel highly personal, and defensiveness and resistance are normal, albeit not particularly useful, responses to what registers as a personal attack.  

Some of the most common defenses against privilege refer to the validity of personal achievement and personal struggles. People want to have total ownership of their achievements and may resist attributing aspects of their success to unearned advantages. Similarly, people may feel as though privilege somehow invalidates the reality of the challenges they faced. This is not the case. Having privilege does not necessarily mean that someone has not struggled; however, those struggles cannot be attributed to the oppression of aspects of their identity that are privileged. And often privilege makes an individual’s struggles easier to overcome than they would have been otherwise. For example, if a student who speaks English as a first language and a student who speaks English as a second language are both taking the same test, the test may be very difficult even without a language barrier. The first student may have studied very hard, lost sleep, and struggled while taking the test. The second student may have studied just as hard, lost just as much sleep, but the language barrier of having to mentally translate during the exam adds a level of difficulty that the first student did not have to navigate. This does not mean that the first student did not earn an “A,” nor does it in any sense take away from the hard work they put into preparing for the exam. However, it does mean that their privilege allowed them to take the test without the additional obstacle of having to translate.

Acknowledging privilege is further troubled by the fact that, more often than not, privilege attaches itself to norms, and thus becomes invisible through its normalization. This has the effect of making many well-intentioned people view privilege as the goalpost instead of as a core aspect of how oppressive systems and structures operate to benefit some and inhibit others. For example, education as a tool for uplifting people from poverty seeks to extend a path to class privilege to those who have merit but lack resources. While education undoubtedly impacts lifetime earnings, the underlying issue of a class system that leaves some without a livable wage is left unchallenged until class privilege itself is recognized as a core problem that perpetuates poverty.

As an instructor, you are likely already aware that learning is often uncomfortable, especially when the material challenges a person’s worldview and self-interest. But that discomfort does not make the material less important nor less true. The discomfort you or your students feel needs to be navigated with an awareness of how and why it is there, but it cannot become an excuse to avoid challenging material.

	Additional Resources o
	“4 Uncomfortable Thoughts You May Have When Facing Your Privilege” by Robin J. Landwehr

“The Distress of the Privileged” by Doug Muder



	Section 3: Privilege in the Classroom

	It is important to recognize how your privilege and your students’ privilege may manifest in the classroom and how it can impact the climate for students and instructors who lack privilege. Many resources on the LSA Inclusive Teaching website are devoted to addressing privilege and oppression in the classroom, from the construction of your syllabus to creating an inclusive classroom learning environment. But it is worth taking time to familiarize yourself explicitly with some of the ways that privilege can impact your experience and your students’ experience of the classroom.

	Some Ways that Your Privilege May Impact You
	· If your students read you as white, gender-conforming, male, able-bodied, and affluent, they likely perceive you as a person of intelligence and authority, which may benefit you in student course evaluations and the ways your students engage with you in class.

· If you experience privilege, you can assume that many of your students, if not most, likely share your identity and privilege and that they will not be biased against you.  

· If you do not experience disabilities or language barriers, you are likely better able to meet the expectations of workload and grading turn-around than some of your colleagues who lack those kinds of privilege.

· If you experience privilege, the standard canon for your field of study is likely written by people who share your identity or identities. And you can teach that canon without students or peers suggesting that your course is political or overly topical.


	Some Ways Instructor Privilege May Impact Students Who Don’t Share that Privilege
	· Students who do not experience privilege may worry that their instructor and peers are biased against them and their worldview.

· If a student’s identity is not well represented in the syllabus or shared among their peers, they may fear that their experiences, interests, and perspectives will be treated as marginal, off-topic, or overly political. And they may worry that they will be asked to speak for their entire social group (for example, that they may be called on to provide “the Muslim perspective” or have their experience objectified as a “teachable moment” or “inspirational story”).

· Students may worry that they cannot depend on the instructor to identify harmful comments or behavior in the classroom and that you may not support them if they call-out those harmful comments and behavior themselves.

· If a student has language barriers (such as from speaking English as a secondary language, having a disability that impacts their processing of written or spoken language, or having grown up speaking a dialect of English that is not commonly valued in the college classroom), they may be concerned that the instructor and their peers will think that they are underprepared for the course or that the instructor might not take those obstacles into account when they evaluate their work.


· If a student requires an accommodation in order to manage the course requirements, they may fear that the instructor will doubt the validity of their needs, demand documentation that they don’t have, judge them adversely for needing an accommodation, or express other resistances to providing an accommodation that the student will have to defend against.


	Addressing Your Privilege in the Classroom
	The above lists are a small sampling of the ways instructor privilege can impact the classroom, but they are far from exhaustive. It is important that you recognize that student concerns about how your privilege may impact them are often based on previous negative experiences. The good news is there are concrete things you can do to mitigate the impact your privilege has on your classroom and students.

· Do your research and hold yourself accountable. Research is a crucial step in becoming aware of and attending to your privilege and biases. Because privileged identities tend to be the most normalized, it is sometimes difficult to recognize how they impact our worldview and our teaching. Just by reading this document, you are already taking a step toward doing better. Take further steps by reading the resources hyperlinked and browsing the Inclusive Teaching website. All our catalog of resources, activities, and readings have been specifically curated to help you address the impact of privilege and oppression in your classroom.


· Construct a reading list that includes many insights from authors who do not share your privileged identities and include readings that address privilege and oppression specifically. Ideally, you should have more than one representative from a particular social group, and you should select those readings with as much care as you selected every other reading on your list. A reading list that shows many voices from various backgrounds and identities will not only avoid erasure and tokenism, it will also help students build confidence that their contribution in your class, the university, and in their field of study matters and will be heard and valued.


· Include inclusive language in your syllabus. Your syllabus should show evidence that you will be receptive to student needs and that you will treat your students with respect. For example, if participation is required for success in your class, consider writing something along these lines in your syllabus:

· “Effective participation means being prepared, engaged, respectful, and following the discussion community ground-rules. In the discussion section, participation in discussion is a crucial element of developing a learning community. That said, if you anticipate that participating in discussion will be a major obstacle for you (such as due to anxiety, disability, or a language barrier), please come see me early in the semester and we can brainstorm alternative ways for you to participate meaningfully in class discussion.”

· This wording shows that you recognize that there are valid reasons why daily participation will be challenging for some students and that you are willing to work with students to meet their needs while maintaining high expectations for meaningful engagement. Alternatively, you could include a variety of ways that students can meet your participation requirements. Such as specifying a requirement that they can either contribute to the discussion verbally in class or write a 100-word response to a question raised in class to be submitted to you within 24 hours of your class meeting.


· Listen to your students, take their perspectives seriously, and encourage your other students to do the same. While you should not depend on your students to educate you about privilege and oppression, they will undoubtedly offer insight that you have not considered. Avoid being dismissive or defensive if students offer perspectives that challenge your own.
· Be willing to acknowledge your errors and commit to doing better. For example, if you mispronounce your student’s name, use the wrong pronouns for them, or were dismissive of a marginalized student’s perspective in favor of a dominant narrative, apologize, correct yourself, and be more attentive to not repeating that error in the future.       


	Additional Resources on Privilege in the Classroom
	White privilege: Unpacking the invisible knapsack. Race, class, and gender in the United States by Peggy McIntosh

“Speaker Sex and Perceived Apportionment of Talk” by Anne Cutler and Donia R. Scott

“Bias Against Female Instructors” by Colleen Flaherty

“How Student Evaluations Are Skewed Against Women and Minorities” by Eva Lilienfeld

“'We Have Always Fought’: Challenging the ‘Women, Cattle and Slaves’ Narrative” by Kameron Hurley




	Section 4: Further Reading

	The resources below address various specific experiences of privilege that will help you begin to recognize the way privilege impacts you and your students. These readings, comics, and videos could also be included in your course if you decide to explicitly address privilege with your students. There are of course other forms of privilege that are not addressed here, but reviewing these resources is a good starting place to begin to sensitize you to your own experience of privilege.


	Additional Resources on Specific Kinds of Privilege
	“White Privilege Explained in the Simplest Way Possible” a comic by Jamie Capp

“On Racism and White Privilege”

“What is White Privilege?” a clip from the documentary White Like Me by Tim Wise

“What is Able-bodied Privilege?”

“Able-bodied Privilege Checklist”

“160+ Examples of Male Privilege in Everyday Life” by Maisha Z. Johnson

“30+ Examples of Christian Privilege”

“130+ Examples of Cis Privilege” by Sam Dylan Finch

“30+ Examples of Class Privilege”

“22 Examples of Thin Privilege” by Shannon Ridgway

“30+ Examples of Heterosexual Privilege”





Introduction
Every adult learner brings more than one identity into the classroom. They arrive not just as individuals seeking knowledge, but as parents, workers, immigrants, community members, survivors, and citizens. These identities do not exist in isolation. Rather, they overlap and interact in complex ways, creating unique challenges and opportunities for learning. This overlapping of identities is at the heart of what scholars call intersectionality. Originally developed by legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw, intersectionality is a framework for understanding how social categories such as race, gender, and class do not operate independently, but intersect to shape a person's lived experiences. In the context of adult education, this means that no two learners experience the classroom in the same way—not even if they share a background, language, or profession. Understanding this complexity is not optional. It is essential for building inclusive learning environments where everyone has the opportunity to be heard, respected, and engaged.
Teaching Beyond Single-Axis Identity
Too often, educational approaches address identity through a single lens—focusing, for example, only on gender equality or language acquisition. While these are important, they are not sufficient on their own. A female student who is also a single mother, a refugee, and a trauma survivor will not experience a “gender-focused” curriculum in the same way as a woman who holds professional status and economic security. When we assume a learner’s experience based on just one aspect of their identity, we risk making invisible the other forces that shape their reality. This can lead to well-meaning initiatives that fall flat or, worse, alienate the very people they are meant to empower. Intersectional pedagogy requires educators to move beyond assumptions. It asks us to observe more closely, to ask better questions, and to create flexible teaching strategies that respond to real, not imagined, needs.
A Composite Learner: Navigating Overlapping Realities
Let us consider a fictional—but deeply realistic—learner named Samira. She’s 42 years old, speaks three languages, and is returning to school after raising children. She migrated alone from a war-affected region five years ago. In class, she is soft-spoken, careful not to interrupt. She often sits near the back, takes detailed notes, and rarely volunteers to present in front of the group. At first glance, an educator might interpret Samira’s quietness as disengagement or lack of confidence in the subject matter. But an intersectional approach reveals a more layered reality. Samira’s identity as a mature learner returning to education after years of caretaking already places her in a position of adjustment. Add to this her experience as a migrant navigating language barriers, possible trauma, and a sense of cultural difference, and her silence in class takes on new meaning. It becomes a form of strategic navigation, not incompetence. The task of the educator is not to make Samira “speak up more” but to create structures where her contributions can emerge authentically—through written reflection, small group work, or visual expression—rather than being judged by traditional participation norms that may not suit her current context.
Identity as a Source of Strength
Intersectionality is often discussed in terms of disadvantage, but it also highlights resilience. Learners who have navigated multiple marginalizations often bring remarkable insight, creativity, and determination to the classroom. Their lives are full of adaptive strategies, problem-solving, and unspoken wisdom. An adult learner who is balancing work, caregiving, and part-time study may not arrive early or submit every assignment on time. But that same learner may bring unmatched real-world experience, emotional maturity, and a practical mindset that can transform the learning environment for others. Too often, traditional academic models privilege speed, verbal fluency, and visible engagement. Intersectional education reminds us to look deeper: to see strength not only in what is spoken or submitted, but in what is survived and carried with grace.
From Theory to Practice
An intersectional classroom is not built through checklists or token gestures. It begins with critical self-reflection. Educators must ask: Whose voices are centered in my materials? Who might feel invisible? What assumptions am I making about “normal” participation or “standard” engagement? It also requires structural flexibility. This may involve offering multiple formats for assignments, integrating culturally diverse examples into the curriculum, or allowing learners to choose topics that relate to their lived realities. More importantly, it demands a willingness to listen—and to respond with humility. In one adult literacy course, for example, an instructor redesigned a unit after realizing that her chosen texts reflected only urban, middle-class perspectives. Her students, many of whom lived in temporary housing or faced economic insecurity, were more engaged when texts reflected challenges they recognized. By making room for these experiences, she didn’t just teach reading—she taught relevance.
Conclusion: Seeing the Whole Learner
Intersectionality is not about identity politics—it is about human reality. Every adult learner is a constellation of influences, shaped by history, culture, biology, and community. When educators understand this, teaching becomes more than a job. It becomes an act of recognition, of dialogue, and of justice. In the next article, we will explore how adult learning theories such as transformative learning and self-directed learning can help educators better respond to the complexity of learner identities—and even grow through the process themselves. Until then, consider this: Which aspects of your own identity shaped how you learned best—and which ones made it harder?
As a facilitator, an intersectional identity—the overlapping combination of race, gender, class, age, experience, and other social markers—directly shapes how adult learners perceive, trust, and engage with me. Rather than acting as a neutral conduit of information, my identity acts as a lens through which learners interpret my authority, empathy, and relevance to their own lives.
Here is how an intersectional identity impacts these relationships:
1. Building Trust and Rapport (Social Congruence)
· Shared Identity as a Bridge: When I share similar marginalized identities (e.g., race, socioeconomic background) with learners, it can foster faster trust and psychological safety, reducing the "outgroup" experience often felt by adult learners in educational settings.
· Empathy and Relatability: Lived experience with overlapping challenges (e.g., being a working parent, navigating language barriers) allows me to demonstrate genuine empathy, helping learners feel seen and validated.
· The "Fish Out of Water" Effect: Conversely, if my identity markers (e.g., academic, younger, different race/gender) differ significantly from the group, I may initially be seen as an outsider, requiring me to work harder to establish credibility and rapport.
2. Establishing Credibility and Authority (Cognitive Congruence)
· Challenging Assumptions: Learners often bring preconceived notions about who holds "expert" status. An intersectional approach requires me to proactively challenge these norms by acknowledging my own positionality—my privileges and biases—to break down traditional hierarchical barriers.
· Validation of Experience: Because adult learners bring immense "Funds of Knowledge" (lived experience, cultural wealth), my ability to recognize and value their varied backgrounds—rather than just academic credentials—determines whether they relate to me as a facilitator or a lecturer.
3. Fostering an Inclusive Environment
· Modeling Vulnerability: When I openly discuss how my own intersectional identity influences my perspective, it invites learners to bring their "whole selves" to the classroom, fostering deeper, more authentic dialogue.
· Addressing Power Dynamics: Recognizing how my identity intersects with systems of privilege and oppression allows me to better identify when I might be dominating a conversation or unintentionally overlooking certain learners, prompting a shift toward more equitable facilitation.
4. Navigating Resistance and Tension
· "Getting Out of My Lane": An intersectional approach sometimes means confronting my own blind spots. If a learner challenges me, my identity can make me a focal point for their past negative experiences with authority. My role is to remain curious, regulate my own reactions, and avoid becoming defensive.
· Managing Different Perspectives: I must be aware that my identity may cause some learners to view my perspectives as politically or culturally biased, while others may find them validating. Using a, diffractive gaze that honors diverse experiences helps maintain trust.
In essence, an intersectional identity is a "constellation of influences" that can either create an immediate, trusting connection or a space of initial tension. My effectiveness relies on my ability to move beyond assumptions about my learners and, through deep self-reflection, turn these identity differences into tools for connection, equity, and shared learning.
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